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ABSTRACT

AUTHOR: Jerry L. Thigpen, LtCol. USAF

TITLE: AFSOC: The Air Force's Newest Command

FORMAT: Individual Study Project

DATE: 8 March 1991 Pages: 89 CLASSIFICATION: Unclassified

On 22 May 1990, the Air Force Special Operations Command (AFSOC) was
established at Hurlburt Field, Florida, thus climaxing air power
participation in special operations and unconventional warfare dating
back to 1916 and the US government's campaign against Pancho Villa.
Tracing the lineage of our modern day Air Force Special Operations Force
(AFSOF), the author takes an in-depth look at the Air Commandos of the
China-Burma-India Theater during World War I, concentrating on the
varied types of operations conducted and on the personalities of the men
who conducted them. A look at the total decimation of SOF following
World War II and a review of the Vietnam era air commando expansion
beginning in 1961 is then p.ovided. The boom-or-bust cycle is again
traced from SOF's peak in 1966 through its decline until 1980 and the
Iran rescue attempt. Lessons learned from Desert One, as shown in the
Holloway Commission Report findings, form the basis of the author's
review of both Congressional and Service actions which led to the
formation of the US Special Operations Command in 1987. Current AFSOC
structure is presented, and conclusions and recommendations regarding the
newest Air Force command are provided.
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AFSOC: THE AIR FORCE'S NEWEST COMMAND

CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The history of Air Force Special Operations is steeped in tradition

and rich in the individual accomplishments of colorful early air

commandos. When the new Air Force Special Operations Command (AFSOC)

raised it's flag at Hurlburt Field, Florida. on 22 May 1990. the event

marked nearly 75 years of air power involvement in unconventional warfare

and special operations.' Tod&y's special operators fit the mold of their

predecessors: outspoken, positive leaders with innovative minds, who are

both disciplined and bold at the same time.

TO SET THE STAGE

In his address to the Conference on Low-Intensity Warfare in January

of 1986. Defense Secretary Casper Weinberger noted that "one out of every

four countrils around the globe is at war." Since that time. even

considering the end of the cold war with the Soviet Union. this figure

has undoubtedly increased.

Across the spectrum of warfare, Special Operations Forces (SOF) have

been utilized to further our national interests. However, history has

shown that the United States has not been willing to support special or

unconventional forces as an institutional part of its national strategy.



This begs the question, "Why?"

One of the most far-reaching casualties of Vietnam, Watergate, and

congressional probes into grey and black programs (including the NIA of

the mid-70s and the Iran-Contra Affair of the 1980s). was our nation's

unconventional warfare/special operations capability. Many of our

military leaders felt that guerrilla wars were unwinnable, and that

public and congressional support would not stay the course for a long,

protracted conflict for limited objectives. 3  These feelings have

seriously limited any institutional support for special operations

forces.

The fact is that SOF provides the National Command Authority (NCA)

with a high risk, high gain capability that can significantly alter world

events and tip the scales in favor of US national interests. Granted, in

many instances special operations can be expected to have no better than

a 50% chance of success. However, justification lies in the fact that

SOF can produce exceptional results that make the risks associated with

their use acceptable. Alternatives to SOF employment are often more

costly and less desirable. 4  The AFSOC, as the air component of US

Special Operations Command (USSOC!M) and as a MAJCOM, represents Air

Force's commitment to this vital area of warfare.

OF AIR COMMANDOS AND SPECIAL OPERATORS

This research paper will review early SOF innovators and document

many of their accomplishments. It has three purposes. The first is to

provide a single source document which links today's AFSOC and 75 years
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of special operation's heritage. Secondly, the paper will identify to

the reader lessons learned +rom past SOF employments. And finally, the

paper will provide the author's conclusions and recommendations

concerning command focus and future direction.

ASSUMPTIONS AND LIMITATIONS

SOF, by its very nature, is involved in the black and gray world of

covert and clandestine operations. No attempt is made by the author to

draw or infer any SOF participation in these areas outside of published,

unclassified sources noted.

Additionally, after a 13 year association with both Air Force and

Army SOF operations, the author realizes that he brings certain biases

and opinions to this work. However, to not infuse personal observations

into this account would leave only a sterile and bland liturgy of facts

and figures. Significant portions of Chapters V and VI are drawn from

the author's personal experiences and expertise.

If there is a "bottom line" to America's experience in SOF, it is

that the past provides the examples and the answers for almost any future

use at this vital national resource.

Now, sit back, relax, and enjoy the following account of Air Force

SOF.
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CHAPTER I1

EARLY YEARS OF SOF

The employment of air power in support of unconventional operations

;n a limited war is almost as old at the airplane itself. Six days after

"Pancho" Villa raided Columbus, New Mexico on 9 March 1916, the Ist Aero

Squadron was deployed to support military operations led by General John

"Blackjack" Pershing. The squadron's primary role was to keep track of

Pershing's forces and to deliver messages to his commanders. These were

the first combat missions flown by American aviators.'

During World War I, the British successfully employed air power in

support of Colonel T. E. Lawrence in his Palestine campaign. Lawrence

used his aircraft in a similar manner as did Pershingi however, he

expanded air power's role to include visual reconnaissance of enemy

movement of men and supplies to strategic locations, and to attack

Turkish communications. 2

Prominent early theorist, including Giulio Do, ichet of Italy, Hugh M.

Trenchard of Great Britain, and General Billy Mitchell of the United

States further refined the role that air power would play in future wars.

Douchet, as did Trenchard, emphasized the uniqueness of the aircraft as

an offensive weapon. From the European theater of World War I, the

primacy of the air superiority mission in the conduct of war emerged as

one of the important lessons learned. As subsets to the air superiority

mission, supremacy over the battlefield emerged as the first mission of

an air force, with the secondary mission being strategic bombardment.
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Using lessons learnied from World War I, Mitchell set about applying

them in the context of future war scenarios. His rigorous application of

these early theories and experiences resulted in the emergence of

strategic bombardment as the primary role of air power.

Concurrently with Billy Mitchell's, aggressive development of

strategic bombardment theory, air power application in counterguerrilla

operations expanoed. Lessons learned from the 1st Aero Squadron's

employment in Mexico were applied in the 20s and 30s by the US Marines.

From 1927 to 1933, marine aviators employed air power to fight guerrilla

bands in the jungles of Nicaragua. 3

As World War Il dawned, the United States was ill-prepared to employ

air power in support of the Allied cause. Only Mitchell's legacy of

strategic bombardment theory had survived the frequent bureaucratic

fights. Top priority was placed on strategic bombing. Virtually no

effort was expended to develop an unconventional warfare capability.

THE AIR COMMANDOS ARE BORN

The innovative General Henry "Hap" Arnold was responsible for the

creation of the first US air commando unit. Arnold seized upon the idea

of aircraft 'in support of unconventional land forces at the Quadrant

Conference held in Quebec in August of 1943.

British Prime Minister Winston Churchill brought with him to the

Conference the upstart Brigadier Orde C. Wingate, who was fresh out of

the jungles of northern Burma. Wingate had impressed Churchill earlier

in the year when he spearheaded a bold attack behind Japanese lines. The
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operation was loss than a total success: the primary limiting factor was

the lack of adequate air power. Employing the unconventional concept of

Long Range Penetration (LRP) land columns, Wingate used hit and run

tactics to harass Japanese lines of communication. Crucial to his plan

was the ability to move rapidly and to apply force at a specific

location. The lack of resupply and the ability to extract his wounded

forced him to terminate the operation early in June of 1943.4

At Quebec. Churchill and Wingate convinced President Roosevelt of

the merits of the LRP concept. Roosevelt then tasked Arnold to develop

the necessary air package to support Wingate. A second offensive was

planned for the dry season of 1943-44.0

Arnold saw the opportunity to expand the air force into the newly

rediscovered field of unconventional warfare. During the Quadrant

Conference. British Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten was named SLoreme

Allied Commander, Southeast Asia Command, and on 26 August 1943, Arnold

met with him to discuss plans for support of Wingate in the

China-Burma-India (C8I) Theater of Operations.'

Wingate's primary concern was with transport aircraft for troop

movement and resupply, and light aircraft for medical evacuation of his

wounded. To augment these aircraft, Arnold envisioned an assault force

of fighter/bomber type aircraft that would serve as airborne artillery.

In essence, what Arnold envisioned was a composite combat unit capable of

fighting autonomously, thus requiring minimal support from other units.'

Wingate was ecstatic over the posiLive reception his LRP theory had with

Arnold.

The most difficult task for Arnold was finding the right man to head

7



this new unit. The man selected would have to work independently and

aggressively in order to obtain needed support. Arnold narrowed his

search to two candidates who possessed all the characteristics that he

sought. LtCol Philip Cochran, who had distinguished himself as a fighter

pilot in North Africa during 1942, was recognized by Arnold as an

outspoken, positive leader who had the qualities necessary to build the

new air commando organization. Cochran's exploits in North Africa were

chronicled at the time by a college roommate, who protrayed him as "Flip

Corkin" in the comic strip "Terry and the Pirates."G The second

candidate for the job was LtCol John R. Alison, who was disciplined,

quiet, and more inclined to lean toward compromise rather than

confrontation.9 Arnold could not decide which of the two men should be

chosen, so he made them co-commanders.

With firm direction from Arnold, Cochran and Alison set about

recruiting and equipping the new air commando unit, which was initially

designated as Project 9. Personnel were recruited for fighter.

transport, and light aircraft.'* The co-commanders had little difficulty

attracting adventurous, innovative personnel that would be required for

survival in the Jungles of Burma. The biggest obstacle came from parent

units unwilling to give up some of their best flyers and support

personnel. With Arnold's backing, however, Project 9 received virtually

everyone that it wanted.

The type aircraft to 13e assigned to Project 9 was a different story.

Cochran's first choice for the fighter requirement was the P-38

Lightning, but the aircraft was not available due to European war

commitments. The P-47 Thunderbolt was his second choice. These were

8



also not available. Ultimately, the P-5!A Mustang was provided."'

The transport aircraft chosen were the C-47 Dakota, the CG-4A Waco

glider and the UC-64 Norseman "bush" type aircraft. The light aircraft

section was made up of L-1 and L-5 aircraft, augmented by YR-4

helicopters. As this force materialized, it merged on Seymour-Johnson

Air Base. North Carolina in September of 1943. Forward deployment to

India was planned for October through December of the same year. Project

9 was redesignated as Project CA-281, then activated as the 5318th

Provisional Unit (Air) prior to theater deployment. 12

THE CHINA-BURMA-INDIA THEATER

The training was hecti:, with few of the selected flyers proficient

in glider tow operations. Members of the 5318th were able to procure the

latest in glider equipment. With a minimum degree of proficiency, crews

began departing CONUS for India on schedule. The route taken by the

C-47s and support personnel was long and arduous: Seymour-Johnson to

Miami, thence to Puerto Rico, Trinidad, British Guiana, Brazil, Ascention

Island, Gold Coast, Nigeria, Sudan, Aden, Masira Island and finally to

Karachi.13 The remainder of the aircraft were disassembled and

transported via ship. 5318th personnel were responsible for assembling

the aircraft once they arrived in India. The final operating locations

were Lalaghat and Hailakandi, India (see Illustration I, p. 10). After

arrival in India, and by mutual consent, Col Cochran was deemed

commander, and Cal Alison became his deputy.' 4

By 15 December 1943, most of Cochran's forces had closed in India.

9



Northern Burma 1944

tLOS

Olmspur

100



Once in-country, Cochran contacted Wingate for further tasking. Since

his primary mission was to provide Wingate's forces mobility to operate

behind enemy lines, the 5118th had a degree of autonomy unheard of even

today.'* The air assault concept for support of Wingate's forces called

for glider insertion of a portion of his brigades behind Japanese lines,

along with an engineering unit. With Wingate's soldiers acting as a

defensive force, the engineers would carve out an airstrip capable of

landing C-47 aircraft. The remainder of the brigade would then be

airlanded. From the initial airstrip, additional landing zones would be

established, dependent upon enemy activities."6 Air commando fighter

aircraft would provide cover from Japanese attack.

At the previous Quadrant Conference in August of 1943, Churchill had

agreed to provide a Royal Air Force (RAF) bomber force to augment the air

commandos. Cochran found that by December they simply were not available

due to previous theater commitments. In a communique to Arnold, Cochran

requested twelve B-25H Mitchell bombers, which Arnold promptly agreed to

send. The aircraft arrived in India in early February of 1944.17

During February and March, as the 5318th constituted itself in

eastern India, the air commandos flew numerous missions in support of

conventional theater operations. Skills were improved to the level

needed to success4ully execute Wingate's campaign."0 By early March of

1944, ground and air forces were ready.

Because of in-theater shortages in personnel and supplies, many

commanders attempted to task the 5318th outside its primary mission of

supporting Wingate. To keep his forces together, Cochran carried with

him copies of two important documents outlining the mission of the air

11



commandos. The first was a memo from Arnold to Gen George C. Marshall,

dated 13 Sep 1942, entitled "Air Task Force for Wingate", which outlined

Cochran's support for Wingate. The second document was a letter from

Arnold to Mountbatten, where Arnold spelled out the manner in which he

wanted the air commandos employed.1" The top priority placed on

Cochran's 5318th Provisional Unit (Air) drew considerable resentment from

other commanders in the theater, many of whom were unaware of the unit's

mission.20

OPERATION THURSDAY

Operation THURSDAY was the codename given to Wingate's plan. The

operating order was issued on 29 Feb 1944, for execution on 5 March. The

objective of Operaton THURSDAY was to prove that the concept of airborne

insertion and resupply of LRP columns was the most effective means of

defeating the Japanese across Southeast Asia. 2 1 The 5318th would

spearhead the operation utilizing assigned C-47 tow aircraft and Waco

gliders. Additional C-47s would be provided by the in-theater Troop

Carrier Command. 22

The initial objective area was named BROADWAY landing zone (LZ).

Total success on the first night of operations was not to be, although

the overall operation resulted in a resounding success. A total of 37

Waco gliders reached BROADWAY. Of those, 34 were damaged upon landing.

Twenty personnel were killed when their glider crashed short of the

runwayl four additional deaths and 33 injuries occurred on the LZ itself.

On night one, 539 personnel, 3 mules, and 30,000 pounds of supplies were

12



airlanded on BROADWAY. By nightfall on 7 March, a 4,700 ft runway was in

operation, and the Troop Carrier Command flew 62 C-47 sorties that night.

The remainder of Wingate's forces were inserted into BROADWAY and to

other newly created LZ's within the next several days (see Illustration

1, p. 10).:

Air commando P-51s and B-25s, augmented by RAF Spitfires, flew cover

over and around the newly established LZ. 2 * Almost a week passed before

the Japanese discovered BROADWAY, but by this tii.e, Wingate's LRP columns

were already deployed against Japanese lines of communications.

Unfortunately, on 24 March, a 5318th air commando B-25 crashed killing

everyone on board, including Wingate and members of his staff. The loss

of Wingate spelled doom for the LRP concept, because his predecessor did

not hold a firm conviction that the concept would work throughout the

theater.20

Coincidentally, on 25 March, the 5318th Provisional Unit (Air) was

renamed the Ist Air Commando Group. 2 0 Three days later, Alison was

recalled by Arnold to the US to establish additional air commando

units.
2 7

The concept of &erial invasion in support of LRP columns had proven

to be successful. Arnold and Mountbatten were both impressed with the

air commando effort. 2  In-theater commanders, however had a somewhat

different view. The aviation commanders generally disapproved the air

commandos being assigned to the ground commander (Wingate) for

operational control, while being assigned to them for administrative

support. Gen Stratemeyer and his subordinate commanders (3rd Tactical

Air Force and Troop Carrier Command) felt that they could have done the

13



job just as well as the air commandos."'

Stratemeyer recommended to Arnold that the air commandos be

regularized in organization or disbanded upon the completion of the Burma

campaign. Arnold did not totally agree with him, but did recommend to

Marshall that the air commandos be regularized and an additional four

groups be formed and committed to the Pacific Theater. Consequently,

when the 1st Air Commando Group stood up on 25 March, they were

re-assigned to the 3rd Tactical Air Force. 3 0

WITHDRAWAL. RECONSTITUTION. AND DEACTIVATION

Throughout April and May, the air commandos continued to support

Allied operations in northern Burma. In late April, Arnold directed

Stratemeyer to send Cochran and a cadre of air commando specialists back

to the US to assist Alison in training the new air commando units.

Cochran never returned to India. On 19 May 1944, the air commandos flew

their last combat sorties of the operation after three and one half

months of continuous combat. In May alone, they flew 219 fighter, 53

medium bomber, 300 transport (C-47 and UC-64), approximately 1900 light

aircraft, three glider, and eighteen helicopter sorties.-3  An exhausted

1st Air Commando Group pulled out of northern Burma to bases in eastern

India on 20 May. For the remainder of the summer and through early fall,

the Group spent the majority of its time training replacement crews and

recovering from the rigors of combat.

On 14 September 1944, the 1st Air Commando Group was assigned to

the newly formed Combat Cargo Task Force, which also included the 177th

14



Wing, RAF, and the Ist Combat Cargo Group, USAAF. The air commandos

remained assigned to the Task Force until its deactivation at the end of

the war. 3 2  The 2nd Air Commando Group, having been trained in the US by

Alison, arrived in India from September through November. The 3rd Air

Commando Group deployed to New Guinea to support the planned invasion of

Mindanao. When the plan changed to Leyte, the 3rd Group was absorbed

into conventional units. 3 3

The 1st and 2nd Air Commando Groups saw little action throughout the

fall. The fighter elements began flying combat sorties in support of

conventional operations in October and November. By December, the

transport and light aircraft units were once again flying combat

missions. From December of 1944 to the following May, the two Groups

participated in Operations MULTIVITE, GUMPTION, FREEBORN, and DRACULA,

with excellent results. 3 4  After the fall of Rangoon to the Allies and

the surrender of all Japanese forces in Burma, the air commandos stood

down from May of 1945 to the end of the war. On 6 October 1945, the air

commandos departed India via ship and arrived in the US on I November

1945. Two days later, the Ist Air Commando Group was inactivated. 30  The

2nd Air Commando Group faced the samo fate. No independent Air Commando

group survived after the war.2' Thus closed this chapter on the air

commandos and on unconventional warfare in the Pacific.

UNCONVENTIONAL WARFARE - EUROPEAN STýLE

Prior to World War II, the preponderant role of air power in

unconventional warfare operations was *to support counterguerrilla

15



operations. In the European Theater, a new role for air power emergeda

that of supporting operations of partisans and small conventional units

behind enemy lines. 3 7

Air Force B-24s were employed throughout the theater in support of

Office of Strategic Service (OSS) directed infiltrations behind enemy

lines. With concentration on North Africa in 1942 and France in 1943/44,

the unconventional use of air power proved extraordinarily successful.

Follow-up resupply missions were flown to keep partisan groups active and

viable.30

During late 1943, 15th Air Force bombers launched thousand plane

raids on the Ploesti oilfields and other targets in the Balkans.

Hundreds of Allied crewmembers were shot down deep inside Yugoslavia. At

the direction of Gen Nathan Twining, 15th AF Commander, a jc~nt AF-OSS

special project was organized. Air Force troop carrier units dropped OSS

paratroopers into Yugoslavia, who in turn contacted partisan commanders

to arrange for evacuation. By the end of 1943, over 100 downed airmen

were successfully extracted from hidden airfields via C-47 transport

aircraft. The operation was suspended due to the outbreak of civil war

in Yugoslavia. 3 '

In preparation for Operation OVERLORD, specially trained three-man

"Jedburgh" teams were prepared to be dropped behind enemy lines in

France. Their mission was to coordinate Free French operations with the

invasion forces. In May of 1944, the first Jedburgh teams were dropped

via air force special operations B-24 aircraft launched from bases in

North Afriý;&. Special operations crews became proficient in night

low-level, long range navigation, usually conducted in poor weather, on

16



moonless nights, and in mountainous areas.'0  During early June, six more

teams were dropped into strategic locations in Brittany, from which they

relayed vital intelligence critical to the Normandy invasion. 4 1

Later in June of 1944, Yugoslavian Gen Mihailovich sent word to the

Allies that he was caring for a large group of American airmen, and

offerred to render assistance in preparing them for repatriation.

Twining again authorized a special operation under the codename "HALYARD

MISSION". with OSS personnel and air force transport aircraft to be

utilized in a joint operation. 4 2  On 2 August, two OSS operators were

parachuted into the PRANJANE drop zone (DZ) with medical supplies and

food. The existing runway was only eighteen hundred feet long, but with

the help of three hundred partisan laborers, the strip was lengthened 250

feet by 8 Aug. Four C-47s landed on 9 Aug, and extracted twelve airmen

each, which was the maximum load based on runway length. By first light

on 10 Aug, six additional C-47s had landed and departed with their load

of airmen. A total of 241 Americans, six British, four French, nine

Italians, and twelve Russians were exfiltrated during the first 24 hours.

Over the entire summer, 432 Americans and 80 other Allied personnel were

evacuated.' 3  Operations were again halted when Tito's forces overan the

LZ.

Special operations missions continued as the Allies marched steadily

across Europe. After Germany was pushed out of France, joint special

operations/OSS missions steadily declined.

Unlike the Pacific, European special operators were not organized

into separate air commando units. Had the OSS had such a dedicated air

capability as did Wingate in the CBI Theater, they would have been able
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to perform at even higher levels of effectiveness. As in the Pacific.

when the war came to an end, no special operations capability was

retained in the Army Air Corps.

UNCONVENTIONAL WAR IN THE PHILIPPINES

Shortly after the US disbanded its air commando units, Huk

insurgents in the Philippines increased their subversive activities.

From 1946-54, air power played a decisive role in defeating the communist

movement. With US assistance, the Philippine Air Force (PAF) flew

reconnaissance flights over known Huk strongholds. 4 4

Once a camp was discovered, a psychological warfare campaign of

leaflets and airborne speaker operations was initiated. If the

psychological campaign was ineffective, concentrated air and ground

attacks against the camp were carried out similar to earlier air commando

operations in northern Burma. The Huks were confined to small-unit

operations and were denied use of fixed bases.4 5

The PAF used a squadron of C-47s, a mixture of liaison aircraft, and

a few P-51s and AT-6s in their war against the Huks. Again, air power

was organized along unconventional lines very similar to the 1st Air

Commando Grou" of World War II.-* The PAF kept the Huks on the defensive

throughout the campaign and had a decisive effect on their eventual

defeat in 1954.
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By 1949, all remnants of the Air Commandos as an organizational

entity had passed into history. For a short period during the Korean

War, unconventional Air Ressuply and Communications Service (ARCS) units

were employed north of the 39th parallel.47 With the ARCS deactivation

prior to the end of the Korean War, US unconventional warfare development

entered a stage of dormancy, only to be rejuvenated by the Vietnam War.
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CHAPTER III

FROM VIETNAM TO DESERT ONE

Througl'out the remainder of the 1950s, the US Air Force had no

unconventional warfare capability. All this was to change dramatically

because of two significant events: the 6 April 1961 announcement by

Nikita Khruschev that the Soviet Union intended to dominLte world affairs

through national "wars of liberation" in the Third World and the election

of John F. Kennedy to the US presidency.'

The Kennedy Doctrine was formalized on 28 June 1961 with the

issuance of National Security Memorandum 56 (NSM 56). The focus of NSM 56

was threefoldi (1) insurgency is a global threat, (2) communist

exploitation of social forces worldwide is the root cause of this threat,

and (3) the US will meet this new and increasing threat. 2

Speaking to the graduating class of West Point in 1962, Kennedy

said:

This is another type of war, new in its intensity, ancient in
its origin .... It requires...a whole new kind of strategy, a
wholly different kind of force, and therefore a new and
wholly different kind of military training. 3

It was in this context that USAF special operations was reborn. On

14 April 1961, USAF established the 4400th Combat Crew Training Squadron

(CCTS). Nicknamed "Jungle Jim", the CCTS was based at Hurlburt Field,

Florida, with a twofold mission: training and combat operations.*

Recalling the success of the air commandos of the CBI Theater during

World War I1, the CCTS was organized, equipped and manned along the lines

of their WW-II counterpart.0 Flying vintage C-47, T-28, and B-26
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aircraft, the unit was operationally ready by 8 September 1961. Without

the help of established doctrine, the CCTS devised the tactics and

techniques for building a counterinsurgency capability in Third World

countries from Latin America to Africa. and from the Middle East to

Southeast Asia.6

The first Jungle Jim operation, codenamed SANDY BEACH ONE, involved

training Mali paratroopers to operate from C-47 aircraft.7 The operation

was a resounding success.

In November of 1961, 4400th CCTS deployed a detachment to Bien Hoa,

Republic of Vietnam, on Operation FARMGATE.0 Thus, Air Force special

operations forces flew the first US combat missions in Vietnam. The Bien

Hoa operation was soon to c nsume nearly all of USAF's commitment to

supporting counterguerrilla operations.9

THE SPECIAL AIR WARFARE CENTER IS BORN

USAF special operations continued to expand along with the growing

commitment to Southeast Asia. The 4400th CCTS grew into the 4400th

Combat Crew Training Group (CCTG) in March of 1962, with a total strength

of 1,800 personnel.,* On 27 April 1962, the Group was incorporated into

the USAF Special Air Warfare Center (USAF SAWC). The mission of SAWC was

tol

Provide co4mand and staff supervision over as1igned units
engaged in training aircrews and maintenanco personnel in
operations and employment of aircraft for fulfilling the Air
Force mission in counterinsurgency situations and the
development, in coordination with other services, of the
doctrine, tactics, procedures, and equipment employed by air
forces in counterinsurgency operations."
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To augment already assigned aircraft, additional assets were added

to SAWC throughout the mid 1960s, including A-I, 0-1, 0-2, A-37, C-46,

C-119, C-123, and later C-130 aircraft, along with numerous types of

helicopters. 12  The SAWC, commanded by a general officer, reported

directly to Headquarters, Tactical Air Command, at Langley AFB, Virginia,

an arrangement which bypassed 9th Air Force as an intermediate

headquarters." 3  By early 1964, SAWC had grown from a small unit with

limited resources to almost 3,000 personnel spread throughout the world,

several hundred aircraft, and priority funding for its projects."

The 4400th CCTG was responsible for training crews in all aspects of

unconventional warfare and counterinsurgency air operations. The CCTG

provided training in low-levql parachute resupply, close air support, use

of flares for night operations, assault takeoffs and landings,

psychological operations with leaflets and loudspeakers, and other

counterguerrilla techniques. In addition to flying skills, air commandos

were also given area orientation and basic language training for the area

in which they were to be deployed. They learned a 600-800 word French or

Spanish vocabulary before being certified for OCONUS deployment. 1

The rapid growth of SAWC can be attributed to Kennedy's call for an

unconventional warfare capability. However, men and equipment were

thrown together quickly, and there was no time to develop doctrine and

long range strategies from which Air Force counterinsurgency forces could

develop plans for optimum employment. Much of the organization,

equipment, planning, doctrine, and concept of operations were ad hoc

affairs. By 1966, SOF assets had increased to 5,000 personnel and 550

aircraft in 19 squadrons. Air commandos were deployed worldwide to such
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countries as Mali, Greece, Saudi Arabia, Ethiopia, Iran, Thailand and the

Congo Republic.16 This tremendous operational commitment eliminated the

ability to develop long range plans and unconventional warfare strategy.

Entering the counterinsurgency arena without either adequate vision or

doctrine had driven the SAWC to employ primarily conventional tactics

rather than develop those necessary to fight small wars. As did the air

commandos of World War II, the people assigned the task came through by

organizing and fielding a credible SOF capability."'

SOF forces enjoyed many successes. In 1964, air commandos from

Hurlburt Field deployed to Laos and Thailand on Operation WATERPUMP.

From a rice warehouse in Vientiene, Laos, a few airmen kept Laotian and

Thai T-28s in operation and govided a link between US embassy personnel

and Seventh Air Force.10 Training pilots of the almost defunct Royal Lao

Air Force (RLAF) and the Royal Thai Air Force (RTAF), air commandos were

diectly responsible for support oa the Royal Lao Army (RLA). A combined

RLAF/RTAF/RLA operation suc=essfully blunted a major Patihet Lao

offensive. The follow-up operation, known as Operation TRIANGLE, was

extremely successful. This was a classic operation whereby USAF

knowledge and expertise were taught to a friendly air force without

exposing a single American to combat. 19  The RLAF was able to build to a

3,000 strike sortie per month capability over the next several years. 2 0

Similar successes in Central and South America were enjoyed in civic

action and mobile training team deployments during the mid 1960s.
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USAFSOF AND SON TAY

On 8 July 1968, SAWC was redesignated USAF Special Operations Force

(USAFSOF) and became the equivalent of a numbered air force.-2  Units

under SAWC were redesignated as special operations wings and squadrons,

thus eliminating all reference to air commandos. The Vietnam War was at

its peak and consumed virtually all of USAFSOF's attention. From this

time forward, the requirement to provide mobile training teams to unified

commands outside the Southeast Asia Theater was totally ignored.

The most notable SOF mission of the Vietnam era was the Son Tay

prisoner of war camp raid in 1970. Although the Vietnam conflict was

winding down, this mission was an excellent example of applying air power

in a joint unconventional operation employing both SOF and conventional

forces. USAF and US Army special operations units were the mainstay of

committed forces. Although the operation did not accomplish its primary

objective, it was worth the effort because of the boost in our POW's

morale and their improved treatment. 2 2

AC-130H AND THE DECLINE OF SOF

In the same innovative mode as Cochran's air commandos of World War

II, the Vietnam era commandos were responsible for the first ever

employment of the gunship weapons system. Beginning with the AC-47 and

AC-119 in the late sixties, the concept matured into the AC-130 in the

early 1970s. Besides destroying trucks on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, SOF

AC-130 crews played a major role in the 1972 NVA Easter Offensive, the
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siege of An Loc. in Lam Son 71?. and in other operations too numerous to

list.2

As the Nixon Doctrine became reality and the Vietnam War began

winding down, SOF was gradually squeezed by budget and manpower cuts. By

the early 1970s. SOF unit manning had declined by 70% and continued to

decline throughout the decade. On 30 June 1974, the USAFSOF was

redesignated the 834th Tactical Composite Wing (TCW), effectively

bringing to a close the most aggressive, far reaching effort by USAF to

support unconventional warfare operations. 2 4  On 1 July 1975, the 834th

TCW was renamed the 1st Special Operations Wing (1st SOW), the

designation which it had carried from 8 July 1968 to 30 June 1974.28

APPROACH TO DESERT OE

Since the watershed year of 1966, SOF had been on a steady decline.

suffering from the military version of the "Vietnam Syndrome". USAF

priorities went to the modernization and rebuilding of conventional air

forces. 2
6 A severe lack of funds and resources continually put SOF below

the budget cut line.

By 1979, it was clear to everyone inside SOF that the USAF

unconventional warfare capability was on the verge of extinction. Only

one SOF wing, the lot SOW at Hurlburt Field, two MC-130E Combat Talon

squadrons overseas, one AC-130A reserve gunship unit, and one HH-3

reserve special operations unit remained of the vast worldwide force

built in the mid sixties.

The 1st SOW AC-130H gunship program was not funded by USAF after
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1980, and the MC-130E Combat Talons were on the margins. This meagmr

force was all that the USAF possessed on 4 November 1979 when Iranian

students overran our Marine guards in Tehran, Iran. In retrospect, the

failure at Desert One and subsequent congressional direction saved SOF

from the same fate as the air commandos of World War II.

THE IBANIAN MISSION. A BOLD ATTEMPT TO RESCUE AMERICANS IN PERIL

From initial notification in early November of 1979 to execution in

April of 1980, SOF personnel created capabilities and developed unique

equipment expressly for the rescue mission. As an example, four days

after notification. MC-130E aircrews were flying their first night vision

goggle (NVG) airland missions. No USAF fixed wing aircraft had ever

landed on NVGi. Rotary wing aircraft were just beginning to develop

their NVG procedures. Critical questions concerning depth perception and

external light sources had to be answered. Internal aircrew procedures

had to be developed, and aircrews had to train to a higher level of

expertise.

Internal (cargo compartment) fuel blatter systems not used since the

early Vietnam days were dusted off, and procedures for their proper use

were relearned. Methods for airdrop of heavy equipment loads, including

multiple 5,000 pound blivets and 25,000 pound bulldozers, were developed

almost from scratch. Formation low-level procedures and dual runway

operations went from conception to reality within a month. Ten years of

SOF tactics were developed in less than six months. Equipment never

before fielded was procured and put into operation within a few weeks.
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Again, the spirit and pride of earlier air commandos came through.

Twelve to sixteen hour days, six to seven days a week, were common. When

the deployment order was issued on 18 April 1980, few within USAF SOF

doubted that the force was ready. 2 7

The mission, from the very start, was a bold attempt to save

Americans in peril. In retrospect, there was probably no better than a

50% chance of success, given the complexity of the mission and the

requirement for absolute surprise at the embassy in Tehran (see

Illustrations 2 and 3, pp. 30 and 31). Yet, the effort had to be made.

for there were no other options left to the President.

History has recorded the events on the night of 24 April 1980.

Although a disaster, its failure did not result from a lack of dedication

and determination by all who participated.

THE HOLLOWAY COMMISSION REPORT

Within days of the failure at Desert One, the Washinoton Post and

the New York Times had already run feature articlus criticizing the

general competency of the US armed forces and the extremely poor quality

of advice given to the President. With the failure of any military

operation comes the inevitable review process to determine what went

wrong and to place blame where it belonged. The Holloway Commission was

convened in the post Desert One period to do Just that.

After months of review and investigation into all aspects of the

planning and execution of the operation, the Commission concluded that

"We encountered not a shread of evidence of culpable neglect or
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